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About Us

Eastern Mediterranean Affairs (EMA) is a multi-
disciplinary magazine of regional focus and an integral part 
of the Eastern Mediterranean Studies Initiative (EMSI) 
forum of the University of Nicosia. Established in the Fall 
of 2020, EMA aims to become a trusted source of insight 
and analysis for East-Med regional leaders from government, 
business, finance, and the academic world, with each issue 
dedicated on a topic concerning the Eastern-Mediterranean 
region. EMA launches with the most important global 
issue of 2020, namely the Covid-19 Pandemic, and 
focuses specifically on ‘International Relations and Crisis 
Management during COVID-19’.

Future issues will feature a variety of timely and relevant 
topics on the region, including, inter alia, regional energy 
geopolitics, legal aspects of the Eastern Mediterranean 
maritime disputes, regional cyber-geopolitics, climate 
change, regional security, migration, and issues related to 
gender equality. 

EMA aims to promote new knowledge and is thus 
openly accessible on our website. The magazine regularly 
hosts interviews with experts and high-level decision-makers, 
and features opinion pieces, expert insights, and short 
studies from state and non-state actors from the Eastern 
Mediterranean countries, and great powers alike. 

EMA is relevant and valuable for decision and opinion 
makers as well as for the wider public. For the former, 
the magazine will contribute in enhancing local and 
intraregional transparency and in instigating dialogue 
between the experts – policy-makers, practitioners, 
technocrats, academics – and the wider public. For the  
latter the aim is to offer new, updated and profound 
knowledge on regional issues of current and urgent nature.

The Eastern Mediterranean Studies Initiative (EMSI) is 
a forum for international collaboration among researchers 
and practitioners interested in issues pertaining to energy, 
geopolitics, economics, development and environmental 
aspects of the Eastern Mediterranean. EMSI regularly 
develops and manages a triple helix of stakeholders, 
practitioners and academics. It hosts an annual conference 
on the Eastern Mediterranean, as well as workshops and 
events that bring academics and practitioners together. The 
Initiative also seeks to enhance cooperation in all tiers of 
academia in and about the area by focusing on:
• Regional Geopolitics
• Energy and Environmental Security
• International Relations, Politics, Peace and Conflict
• Regional Economics, Development and Innovation
• The European Union and the Eastern Mediterranean

EMA Magazine Eastern Mediterranean 
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University of Nicosia

The University of Nicosia (UNIC) established EMSI under 
its School of Law as the definitive forum for all related views, 
ideas, research, developments and dialogue on the Eastern 
Mediterranean. UNIC is the largest research University in 
Southern Europe that teaches in English, with particular 
strengths in International Relations and Eastern Mediterranean 
studies. UNIC welcomes 12,000+ students from over 
85 countries across the globe, by investing in developing 
programmes and building research capabilities in areas relating 
to the 4th industrial revolution, whilst improving the overall 
student experience, both on-campus and online.
Apart from EMSI, the University hosts:
• A leading team of faculty and research centres, with deep 

diplomatic, governmental, academic and research experience
• The Politics and Governance Department, one of the leading 

departments in the world on Eastern Mediterranean issues
• Senior Faculty who frequently collaborate with governmental 

and international institutions on relevant issues;
• The Cyprus Review, the premier English language peer review 

journal on original Cypriot related research
• The Diplomatic Academy, a leading NGO focusing on issues 

of diplomacy, security and international relations
• Cyprus Center for European and International Affairs, one 

of the oldest research centers in Cyprus focusing on affairs 
pertinent to the Cyprus conflict, the Eastern Mediterranean 
and the EU

The University of Nicosia is the 
largest research University in 
Southern Europe that teaches in 
English, with particular strengths in 
International Relations and Eastern 
Mediterranean studies.1
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Editorial Message
Welcome to the first issue of the Eastern Mediterranean 

Affairs (EMA) magazine. EMA offers a multi-disciplinary 
platform with a regional focus. It is a credible source of 
insight and analysis for the Eastern Mediterranean by 
regional decision-makers from the government, business, 
finance, and academic world.

This first issue’s focus had to, inevitably perhaps, focus 
on the most pressing issue of contemporary times, namely 
the COVID-19 pandemic. Given the dynamic nature of this 
pandemic and the responses that followed, our first issue 
specifically provides an overview of the initial reactions and 
policies during the first wave of the pandemic.

We are proud to host in our first issue an interview 
with the Minister of Foreign Affairs, H.E. Nicos 
Christodoulides, who provides, inter alia, a very interesting 
assessment of the COVID-19 impact on regional 
and bilateral relations. We are also proud to host two 
Ambassadors, H.E. Sammy Revel, the Israeli Ambassador 
in Nicosia, who focuses on the partnership between the 
Republic of Cyprus and the State of Israel, as well as the 
challenges the pandemic has brought forth, and H.E. 
Stanislav Osadchiy, the Ambassador of Russian Federation 
in Cyprus, who provides his analysis on the impact of 
COVID-19 on regional and international affairs and the 
possibility of a new era for Russo-Cypriot relations through 
a rejuvenated bilateral agenda. We also proudly host H.E. 
Katja Saha, the UNHCR Representative in Cyprus who 
provides a very noteworthy and important overview of the 
need for protection of refugees amidst the pandemic. 

The issue commences with our in-house expert, 
Dr Peter Karayiannis, Professor of Microbiology and 
Molecular Virology at the University of Nicosia’s Medical 
School, who offers a succinct and detailed walkthrough and 
analysis of how the virus has spread and affected Cyprus 
and its infrastructure.

Noam Katz, Deputy Director-General for Public 
Diplomacy and Yiftah Curiel, Director at the Department 
for Digital Diplomacy at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
of Israel both share their insight on on the challenges and 
opportunities, challenges and opportunities COVID-19 
has brought for online digital technologies, with a focus 
on Israel. Similarly, Dr Maria Hadjiathanasiou, Horizon 
2020 (MSCA Widening) Fellow at the Department of 
Politics and Governance and Assistant Editor in Chief of 
EMA looks at Cyprus’s and Greece’s digital communication 
response to the pandemic.

The final piece on this first issue is by Dr Symeon 
Kassianides, Chairman of the Natural Gas Public Company 
(CYGAS), who shares his insight on the transformative 
nature of the discovery of hydrocarbons in the Eastern 
Mediterranean, and the hardships the COVID-19 crisis 
brings with it in this field. 

While the pandemic has had, unquestionably, a global 
impact, we cannot ignore the specific impact on the Eastern 
Mediterranean and the regional opportunities that may arise 
through this unprecedented challenge. True to our mission 
for valuable and credible insights, we are proud and grateful 
to host officials, experts and practitioners of the highest level 
and calibre. 

Indeed, launching this project would not have been 
possible without our precious contributors; for that, we 
extend our thanks and look forward to an ongoing and 
fruitful partnership.

To our readers, we thank you for taking the time to read 
through this issue. We hope it provides some clarity over 
certain topics of interest and we look forward to sharing 
with you the next issue.

 
 

Sincerely,
The Editorial Team
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Peter Karayiannis
Professor of Microbiology / 
Molecular Virology,  
Medical School,  
University of Nicosia

SARS-CoV-2 pandemic: 
Challenges during
and after the first 
wave for Cyprus

In December 2019, there were reports of clusters of cases 
centered around a seafood market in Wuhan, Hubei Province, 
China, who appeared to have pneumonia-like symptoms. 
The weeks that followed, through delays in alerting the 
World Health Organisation that the pathogen involved 
was transmitted from person-to-person with a high fatality 
rate, and the relatively slow declaration of a pandemic, the 
infection gradually spread to numerous countries around the 
globe with alarming consequences. The rapidity of the spread 
caught the health systems of a large number of these countries 
unaware and unprepared for the unprecedented increase in 
the number of patients requiring hospitalization and intensive 
care unit admission. The response of countries around the 
world in order to contain the spread of the disease was 
variable, ranging from the imposition of very strict restriction 
(social distancing and lockdown) measures to nothing at all in 
the initial stages. By October 2020, about 40 million people 
were infected worldwide, with over a million deaths.

By early January 2020, Chinese researchers had sequenced 
the genome (genetic material) of the implicated causative 
agent recognized as a coronavirus. The virus was named 
Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome Coronavirus 2 (SARS-
CoV-2) and the disease it causes as Coronavirus disease 19 
(COVID-19). It is the seventh member of the Coronaviridae 
family causing human disease. Nucleotide sequence 
comparisons indicated that genetically the virus was 96% 
homologous to the sequence of a coronavirus isolated from 
bats. There is speculation that the virus may have jumped 
from its animal reservoir into the human population via an 
intermediate host, with possible culprits been pangolins, 
minks and snakes. The Chinese made the sequence of the 

virus known to other researchers, an action which made 
possible the design of molecular tests (polymerase chain 
reaction, PCR) for the detection of the viral genome, which 
to this date remains the most reliable means of confirming 
infection. 

Transmission of the virus is through small droplets which 
are expelled by symptomatic patients during coughing or 
sneezing, which can then be breathed in during close contact 
or contaminate high touch surfaces. Finer droplets expelled 
during speech may be carried further than the safe two-
meter distance and may linger much longer causing airborne 
infection. As the pandemic unfolded, the effects of the virus 
on the body of those infected became more evident, being 
more varied than anybody could have imagined. 

Infection can be asymptomatic, mildly to severe 
symptomatic, or culminate in the severe acute respiratory 
syndrome characterised by low levels of oxygen necessitating 
intubation and provision of oxygen. Symptoms include 
a rise in temperature, sore throat, cough, malaise and 
shortness of breath. Infection can lead to haematological 
disturbances, loss of smell and taste, neurological problems, 
thrombosis, myocardial infarction, and a pro-inflammatory 
state characterised by a cytokine storm leading to multiorgan 
dysfunction affecting the liver, kidneys, and of course lungs, 
eventually culminating in death.

Of those who contract the virus, about 80% will have 
mild to moderate symptoms, whilst 20 % will require 
hospitalisation. In the latter case, one quarter will require 
intubation and only half of these will survive. Therefore, 
the case fatality rate currently stands at around 2.5% but in 
some countries is much higher, nearing 12 % at the height 

The rapidity of the spread caught 
the health systems of a large number 
of these countries unaware and 
unprepared for the unprecedented 
increase in the number of patients 
requiring hospitalization and 
intensive care unit admission. 
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of the pandemic in Italy. Younger individuals are likely to be 
asymptomatic or have mild symptoms, whilst more severe 
disease is more prominent in the elderly and those belonging 
to high risk groups.

COVID-19 in Cyprus
In preparation for entry of the virus to Cyprus, the 

Ministry of Health set up an Advisory Scientific Committee 
(ASC) to offer advice on COVID-19 issues as discussed below. 
The team was comprised of Epidemiologists, Virologists, 
Infectious Disease Doctors, and Intensivists, met on a regular 
basis, and other than the Minister of Health, met on a regular 
basis with the MoH and the President of the Republic.

The first case of COVID-19 was reported in Cyprus on 
7th March 2020 in Nicosia. This was followed soon after 
by school closures in the city, which were extended to the 
whole of the island by the end of that week. The cases that 
were diagnosed in the days that followed were all imported 
primarily from the UK, but also from Italy and Greece. 
In an attempt to restrict importation of further cases, the 
Government of Cyprus decided to close the ports and airports 
to passenger traffic, as well as the crossing points along the 
separation line between the Government controlled areas 
and the Turkish Occupied North of the Island. Being an 
island and therefore not sharing common borders with other 
countries prevented importation of the virus through free 
movement, as observed in other EU countries. This resulted in 
nearly 20,000 Cypriots being stranded abroad, whilst flights 
were allowed to repatriate foreign nationals who wanted to 
leave Cyprus. Businesses other than banks, pharmacies and 
supermarkets closed as well as building sites and support 
outlets, restaurants, cafeterias and bars. Parks, playgrounds, 
squares and other open spaces, were also closed. 

Moreover, the country entered a period of lockdown, with 
only one exit permitted from the house per day for necessities, 
with permission being obtained by SMS. No movement was 
allowed after 9 pm to 6 am the following day. At the same 
time, a number of personal safety measures were introduced. 
These entailed the obligatory wearing of masks in all public 
and government buildings by employees and a strong 
recommendation to wear one by those visiting such places, 
social distancing of at least 2 metres, and frequent cleaning of 
the hands with soap and water or alcohol containing gels and 
no social gatherings. Fines were introduced to curb misuse 
of the SMS system and contravening the conditions of the 
lockdown.

The peak of infection in Cyprus was originally recorded 
at the end of March, but October came to change all this. 
The epidemiological curve first declined after March, so that 
by the end of April, a total of 850 cases were diagnosed, with 
20 deaths, 15 of which had COVID-19 as the primary cause 
of death. An epidemiological study carried out randomly 
in the community towards the end of April confirmed that 
the virus was contained in the community at large, as only 
1 positive case was detected in nearly 800 subjects. By this 
time, plans were put in place for the gradual relaxation of the 
restriction measures in 4 phases at least. These first started on 
4th May, with the opening of retail shops (with the exception 
of shopping centres and big department stores), building sites, 
and all related support outlets. Movement was relaxed to 3 
SMS per day, but night restrictions remained. There followed 
a period of two weeks between phases during which the effects 
of the relaxation of the measures at each phase were monitored 
by testing of selected personnel in those businesses that 
reactivated, looking for a possible increase in cases. Graduates 
of secondary schools were allowed back into classrooms on 
11th May, with random testing of pupils and teachers also 
in an attempt to monitor the situation. Safety protocols 

The peak of infection in Cyprus was 
originally recorded at the end of March, 
but October came to change all this. 

covering activities at all businesses, outlets and schools were 
put in effect and compliance was monitored by the police and 
inspectors from the relevant Ministries or regulatory agencies. 
Training for athletics and team sports excluding team games 
was allowed from the 5th and 18th respectively, without the use 
of changing rooms, communal showers and indoor gyms, for 
up to 10 people without body contact.

The second phase of the relaxation of restrictive measures 
was initiated on 21st May. This included the re-opening of 
the primary schools and the first three grades of secondary 
schools. Restrictions on free movement were lifted and 
indoor gatherings of up to 10 persons were allowed, which 
also applied to gatherings in parks (except playgrounds), 
squares, marinas, and so on. Hair salons, barber shops, beauty 
and massage parlors and tattoo parlors reopened, as well as 
outdoor catering services. Attendance at church services and 
other forms of religious services was permitted on 23rd May, 
under relevant safety protocols, and the reopening of beaches, 
including organised ones, was brought forward in view of the 
very hot weather at the time.

The continued progress in the epidemiological picture 
of the country encouraged the government to permit the 
opening of hotels on 1st June, together with the libraries, 
museums, archaeological and historical sites. Swimming pools 
reopened on 5th  June. The checkpoints along the separation 
line reopened on 8th June following agreement between the 
President of the Republic and the Turkish Cypriot Leader, 
except two, with the production of a test certificate issued up 
to 72 hours before crossing.

The 3rd phase ran from 9th to 24th June, during which 
malls, indoor catering services, open-air theatres and open-
air cinemas, sports championships without spectators, 
kindergartens and nurseries, children’s clubs, outdoor 
children’s playgrounds, all-day and summer schools with 
refectories and schools of special education and training 
reopened. Casinos, dancing schools, and schools for other 
sports, gyms, thematic parks and water sports started their 
activities on 13th  June.

The fourth phase started on 24th June with the reopening 
of children’s indoor playgrounds as well as children’s 
playgrounds in indoor areas of catering enterprises. Maximum 
persons at gatherings in houses and public places was relaxed 
from 10 to 75 persons for indoor spaces or 150 persons for 
outdoor spaces. However, gatherings were not allowed to take 
place simultaneously in the indoor and outdoor spaces.
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Repatriation of Cypriot nationals belonging to vulnerable 
groups initially by chartered flights started in April and were 
later extended to others who were stranded abroad. All needed 
to register on a Ministry of Interior portal, which opened at 
the end of March and were required to cover the costs of their 
journeys themselves, whilst the government covered the cost 
for the PCR test on arrival and their stay at hotels where they 
were quarantined for a fortnight. The Ministry of Defense 
undertook the surveillance and policing of those under 
quarantine.

The compulsory quarantine was abolished on 25th 

May, after which travelers were expected to self-isolate at 
their premises depending on the category of country from 
which they came. Countries were placed in two categories 
initially, based on a number of parameters assessing their 
epidemiological status at the time of evaluation by the 
Epidemiological Surveillance and Control Unit for Infectious 
Diseases of the Ministry of Health. Category A countries 
included countries of low risk as far as transmission of SARS-
CoV-2 was concerned and there were no requirements for 
entry to Cyprus. Category B countries were of intermediate 
risk and entry was permitted on the production of a negative 
test for the virus. At a later stage, an additional Category C 
was set up which contained countries with active community 
transmission. Travelers from such countries needed to 
produce a negative test certificate and required to stay in self-
confinement for a fortnight.

Perhaps the biggest 
challenge by way 
of compromising 
the excellent 
epidemiological 
picture Cyprus 
achieved by the 
end of June was 
the opening of the 
airports. 

Later on, airports reopened on 9th June and international 
flights restarted on the 20th of the same month, following 
the appropriate safety regulations. Ports reopened too under 
strict safety measures, but not for cruise liner disembarkation. 
Passengers from flight arrivals were monitored by random 
sampling for molecular testing, in an attempt to surveil those 

entering the country. Moreover, it has been obligatory that 
they fill in the CyprusFlightPass form with demographic 
details that may be used in case contact tracing becomes 
necessary.

Assessing the success of the control of the spread of the 
virus in Cyprus, it is important to stress the pivotal role of 
the spots on television raising awareness about how the virus 
was transmitted, the importance of social distancing when 
out and the personal protective measures which entailed the 
wearing of masks, and the disinfection of hands with alcohol 
containing gels or soap and plenty of water. Members of the 
ASC, through their appearances on mass communication 
media, further raised awareness through answering questions 
of listeners or viewers. Most importantly, however, was the 
close co-operation of the Government of Cyprus and the 
ASC throughout this period, and the Ministry of Health 
advising on policy, restriction and relaxation measures, testing, 
treatment algorithms, personal protective equipment, and 
so on. In preparation for the possible spread of the virus to 
Cyprus, the Government declared The Famagusta District 
General Hospital as the COVID-19 reference Hospital where 
those requiring hospitalisation were transferred, whilst the 
ones requiring Intensive Care Unit treatment were transferred 
to Nicosia or Limassol General Hospitals. This proved of 
paramount importance, as all other district hospitals had to 
resort to ward closures, following outbreaks of the virus on 
their wards. Paphos General Hospital, for example, had to 
close down to a large extent for a fortnight during the initial 
weeks into the quarantine.

Perhaps the biggest challenge by way of compromising 
the excellent epidemiological picture Cyprus achieved by the 
end of June was the opening of the airports. The repatriations 
and passenger traffic yielded in general single figure numbers 
of positive cases on entry to the Republic. This continued 
until just after mid-July, when suddenly there was an increase 
in cases on a daily basis, most of which for the first time 
appeared to be from local transmission. Contact tracing 
established chains of transmission in Limassol mainly, the 
source of a couple of them being travelers returning to the 
Island who did not observe the conditions of their self-
containment.

By October 2020, it seemed the overall situation had more 
or less stablised. Nonetheless, the week of 12th-18th proved to 
be rather challenging. Whereas daily cases would normally 
not exceed the count of 35 on average, as it was recorded on 

Sunday, 11th October, two outliers came to change this. On 
15th October, the number of cases leaped to 104, and on the 
17th, it had even reached 202 cases. The seriousness of the 
cases was equally reflected in the Ministry of Health’s decision 
to move in with stricter measures, particularly for Limassol, 
with suggested restrictions on movement at night, between 
23:00 to 06:00 until 26th October. Restaurants, coffee shops, 
pubs, and other public spaces would also have to call it a night 
by 22:30.

At the time of writing this report, the number of cases 
has exceeded 3,000 from the start of the pandemic. The 
general approach in such situations adopted by the Ministry 
is the quick contact tracing, isolation of positive cases at 
their home with daily monitoring, large number of random 
sampling at the airports and ports to monitor the situation, 
and if need be, random testing in the community to keep an 
eye on possible silent spread of the virus. With the autumn 
and winter months coming next, the return to work after the 
summer break for many workers, the opening of schools and 
universities, and the reactivation of the economy will all pose 
new challenges, as enclosed areas favour transmission of the 
virus. How serious any outbreaks are likely to be, nobody can 
predict, but at the initial stages if need be, such outbreaks will 
be dealt with at the local level without the need of imposing 
horizontal lockdowns. The latter will likely be avoided 
by many governments around the world and will only be 
introduced as a last resort.

The impact of SARS-CoV-2 on the lives of citizens 
and the economies of many countries is unprecedented in 
recent history. This is likely to continue for some time yet, 
thus plans must be set aside to deal with subsequent waves 
of the epidemic and any consequences. Things will only 
be improved once a prophylactic vaccine becomes widely 
available, and sufficient doses are produced to achieve a 
level of herd immunity of at least 70%. Until this level of 
immunity is achieved, the world is likely to be troubled 
with further outbreaks of the virus, which will become more 
infrequent as time passes by. There is also the possibility 
that if immunity is not long-lasting, the virus may become 
seasonal like flu, in which case, more frequent vaccination 
may become necessary. There is also the possibility that the 
virus may become less virulent, as it adapts over time to the 
human population, but this remains to be seen and will be 
the subject of much debate.
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H.E. Mr Stanislav Osadchiy
Ambassador of the Russian 
Federation to the Republic  
of Cyprus

Impact of Covid-19 
on International  
and Regional Affairs 

The COVID-19 pandemic has had 
a significant impact on international 
life. The quarantine restrictions 
introduced by most states have changed 
the usual way of intergovernmental 
communication. We found ourselves in 
a situation where it became difficult to 
maintain a dialogue between countries 
on important international and bilateral 
issues in traditional formats. Although 
many countries quickly adapted to 
the new reality and their international 
communication to online mode, this 
format still cannot replace a full-fledged 
trust-based dialogue, which, in my 
strong opinion, is possible only in direct 
communication.

Not long ago, on 12th August 2020, 
in an interview on the impact of the 
COVID-19 pandemic on the entire 
complex of international relations, the 
Head of the Russian Foreign Ministry, Mr. 
Sergey Lavrov stressed that the pandemic 
had equalized everyone simply in no time, 
making it clear again that most threats in 
the modern, closely connected world had 
a cross-border projection and that it would 

not be possible to “sit it out”. It seems that 
all of this should have pushed the world 
community to put aside political divisions, 
at least temporarily, and join efforts in 
order to address the new global challenge.

However, there was no positive 
breakthrough. Mistrust is growing 
between the participants in international 
communication. Instead of rallying 
potentials in the fight against coronavirus, 
we observe attempts to look for those 
responsible for the spread of the infection, 
and to take the lead in the fight against the 
virus by any means, often at the expense of 
our own partners.

The policy of imposing choking 
sanctions against the unwanted is 
continued. Against this background, the 
calls of the UN Secretary General and 
the UN High Commissioner for Human 
Rights to suspend the unilateral sanctions 
during the pandemic in terms of supply 
of medicines and medical equipment and 
related payments were ignored. Moreover, 
these calls were not heard by those who 
for decades had positioned themselves as 
leaders in the struggle for human rights.

We found ourselves in a situation 
where it became difficult to maintain 
a dialogue between countries on 
important international and bilateral 
issues in traditional formats. 
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The forced restrictions imposed by the governments 
and the resulting “negotiation pauses” slowed down the 
process of resolving various regional crises. This, in general, 
did not contribute to the reduction of the conflict potential 
accumulated in certain regions. Unfortunately, the Eastern 
Mediterranean is no exception.

All this is followed by severe economic consequences 
caused by the pandemic and the collapse of the economies 
of many countries. Today, we are witnessing how the basic 
sources of prosperity of the regional countries (first of 
all, tourism and related industries), which seemed to be 
stable until recently, are quickly destroyed, and how energy 
programs and large infrastructure projects are postponed 
indefinitely.

The pandemic has made certain adjustments in Russian-
Cypriot relations. Business, cultural and interpersonal 
contacts between Russia and Cyprus have decreased. The 
traditionally powerful flow of tourists from our country has 
also practically dried up.

To maintain our bilateral contacts at the proper level, 
as well as to implement our large-scale plans, including the 
celebration of the 75th anniversary of victory in the Great 
Patriotic War, we had to adopt a creative approach and master 
new communication technologies in the form of online 
conferences, network broadcasts of various events, etc.

The pandemic brought new challenges to our bilateral 
agenda that required urgent solutions. We are talking 
about thousands of Russians and Cypriots who have found 
themselves in a difficult life situation due to the closure 
of flights and the inability to return to their homeland. 
Thanks to the prompt assistance of our Cypriot partners, we 
managed to bring home more than 1,200 Russian citizens 
in a short time. At the same time, hundreds of Cypriots and 
residents of the island returned to Cyprus from Russia.

Any crisis in international relations — and the current 
pandemic is undoubtedly a global crisis — leaves an imprint 
on its participants. An emergency is also a special test for 
stability of the international community. Russia and Cyprus 
have managed to preserve the mechanisms of interaction 
in crisis situations. Today, our cooperation is gaining 
momentum again. This was confirmed by the September 
8 visit of the Minister of Foreign Affairs of Russia, Mr. 
Sergey Lavrov to Cyprus, to mark the 60th anniversary of the 
establishment of diplomatic relations between our countries.

I sincerely hope that interstate communication in the 
Eastern Mediterranean in the post-pandemic period will 
be based on the principles of equality and mutual respect. 
Indeed, as the COVID-19 epidemic has shown, effective 
coping with crisis phenomena is possible only through 
joint efforts.

The pandemic brought new 
challenges to our bilateral 
agenda that required urgent 
solutions. We are talking 
about thousands of Russians 
and Cypriots who have found 
themselves in a difficult life 
situation due to the closure 
of flights and the inability 
to return to their homeland. 
Thanks to the prompt 
assistance of our Cypriot 
partners, we managed to bring 
home more than 1,200 Russian 
citizens in a short time. At 
the same time, hundreds of 
Cypriots and residents of the 
island returned to Cyprus  
from Russia.
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Interview
with H.E. Mr Nikos Christodoulides, 
Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Cyprus 

The emergence of the novel coronavirus in late 2019 
may be the most consequential event of the early 21st 

century, upending modern life, globalization, and relations 
between countries. It is indeed interesting to observe a 
trend of multipolarity, verifying a form of “anarchy” in 
international relations.

I do agree that the COVID-19 pandemic pushed the 
international system towards more realism and a more 

anarchic and multi-polar world. In this context, a pessimist 
might see anarchy in international relations as dangerous 
and potentially violent. An optimist, on the other 
hand, might think that while an anarchical world is an 
opportunity for some states, as a consortium of righteous 
and ethical powers, could use it to achieve common good, 
set a good example for others and address global and 
regional challenges. 

It has become relatively obvious that Covid-19 has expedited the 
existing trend of multipolarity, and more specifically a growing great 
power competition. Do you accept this assessment? 

Thus, I believe that global and regional stability is 
feasible only through effective multilateral action. Amid 
these extraordinary times, it is dramatically proven, 
yet again, that our world is truly interconnected and 
interdependent. The pandemic has underscored the world’s 
vulnerability and fragilities, attesting that concerted efforts 
are humanity’s only hope and a destined necessity. As 
eloquently put by the UN Secretary General recently: “The 
pandemic drove home the essential interconnectedness 
of our human family. Preventing the further spread of 
COVID-19 is a shared responsibility for us all. We are in 
this together, no country can do it alone”. 

This pandemic, as already proven, has affected and 
aggravated pre-existing inequalities, plunging those in the 
most perilous situations deeper into poverty, hunger and 
despair. A revitalized international partnership is required 
to support countries in need, which are now under 
immense strain.

Hence, the only way forward in order to maintain 
social justice and sustainable development is to collectively 
demonstrate solidarity in burden-sharing the above-mentioned 
negative effects, whilst sharing the vaccine for Covid-19 in an 
equitable and reciprocate manner, once it is developed. 
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Indeed, I do share the opinion that we are moving 
towards more regionalism. This is mainly due to the 
need to deliver solutions on a local and regional level, 
while efforts to effectively address common challenges 
on a global level constantly fail. 

During the past decades and up until today, the 
topics of the global agenda were: 

(1) Global and trans-national, that no country can deal 
with on its own (such as climate change, terrorism, war, 
poverty). 

(2) Too complex and complicated to address as a whole, 
and are required to be dismantled and taken apart into 
smaller sub-topics that can be addressed and treated in a 
practical manner, and; 

(3) There are several difficulties in promoting issues in 
fora with large numbers of member states, representing 
different interests, different administration methods and 
diverse economic capabilities.

This is why, during the past few years, the approach 
of an advanced regional cooperation has emerged as a top 
priority of the Cypriot foreign policy. We strongly believe 
that the practical application of “Effective Minilateralism”, 
as a combination of the notions of Multilateralism and 
Regionalism, could eventually contribute to conditions of 
stability and peace and that is what we have successfully 
attempt to establish through the formation of a web 
of trilateral partnerships of countries of the Eastern 

Do you believe we are moving towards more regionalism and less 
globalism and perhaps even to new forms of spheres of influence (not 
necessarily in the Cold-War sense)?

This is why, during 
the past few years, 
the approach of an 
advanced regional 
cooperation has 
emerged as a top 
priority of the 
Cypriot foreign 
policy. 

Mediterranean. This is exactly how we believe we can 
eliminate zero-sum game approaches and generate more win-
win situations for the benefit of regional stability and peace.

There seems to be a turn towards governments - national 
entrenchment in a sense - and a turn away from international 
organizations, including the EU. The EU is now trying to catch up 
with the slow reactions. Do you believe that the role and influence of 
international institutions is at risk?

Certainly, it is obvious that the influence and the 
viability of international institutions is at risk. The respect 
to a rule-based system of International Law has never 
been so vital and imperative. At a time when traditional 
multilateralism is under attack, regional initiatives that 

promote the honest political dialogue and cross-cultural 
understanding have added value. 

The answer is hidden  once again in a more long-term 
look at history, and more specifically European history. In 
the 20th century the European continent emerged from two 

World Wars. The European Union, emerged – literally and 
figuratively – from the ashes of World War II. It was coming 
together to address common problems through cooperation 
and synergies. And what started as an economic Union, 
has become the most successful political project of the 20th 
century. An economic, political, social Union, a Union of 
values that has achieved so much that we as Europeans must 
be proud of.

The EU is a cooperative and multilateral power by 
definition and we owe to recognise that during the last 
20 years the EU has come a long way in enhancing 
its capabilities and its effectiveness. In years when 
multilateralism and the UN system have come under 
increasing pressure, the EU has the obligation to invest in 

effective multilateralism like never before. Having said that, 
there is no doubt that the rapidly evolving international 
security mosaic requires firm decisions, concrete actions and 
not just declaratory statements.

One of the greatest lessons modern European history 
has taught us, is that Europe has a unique ability to 
reinvent itself. In the face of the unprecedented geopolitical 
unpredictability, Europe must enhance its role as a vehicle 
of effective multilateralism and as a global player. In order 
to achieve this goal, it is vital that it pushes forward the goal 
of a more united, federal Europe, one that promotes peace, 
stability, prosperity and rule based international order, with 
an effective toolbox of regional policies at its disposal.
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Following the question above, in regards to the Republic of Cyprus 
(RoC) security concerns, to what extend are you concerned that the 
inward looking trend of states, coupled with the loss of the international 
Organizations’ influence, will act as an enabling factor for Turkey to 
act more aggressively and as a deterring factor for supporting states 
to come to the RoC’s aid? In other words, do you believe that the RoC 
security status will suffer due to the new circumstances? 

It is true that the pandemic has stirred a trend towards 
insularism in international relations, countries looking inwards 
for solutions. Cyprus, together with a number of countries in 
the region have taken a different approach. Beyond coming 
together to address the pandemic, and doing so in very tangible 
ways, Cyprus together with Greece, and countries of the region 
such as Egypt, Israel, Jordan, are moving forward in enhancing 
and expanding their cooperation mechanisms. 

What continues to be worrisome are the unilateral 
aggressive actions on behalf of Turkey against several countries 
of the Eastern Mediterranean and the wider region, which 
cannot bring positive change or any kind of benefits for the 
region itself. 

As a reaction to the above attitude, developments in 
the region over the last years are solid proof that states are 
following the path of cooperation and synergies, creating a 
common shield of cooperation based in international legality 
and norms. Let us look at a few examples of cooperation that 
we have witnessed in the Eastern Mediterranean in 2020. On 
22 September of this year, the Statute of the Energy Forum 
established in Cairo with the participation of Egypt, Cyprus, 
Greece, Israel, Palestine, Jordan and Italy was signed. The 
interstate agreement on the East Med Pipeline was signed in 

Athens between Greece, Cyprus and Israel. The flourishing 
of the trilateral mechanisms has led to a decision to establish 
a Permanent Secretariat in Nicosia, which is expected to start 
operating on 1 January 2021. More recently, the Governments 
of the Republic of Cyprus and the United States signed an 
agreement for the establishment in Cyprus of a Regional 
Training Centre (named “CYCLOPS”) for security on land, 
open seas and ports. And let us not forget that we have had the 
agreements for normalization of relations between Israel, UAE 
and Bahrain.

It is our conviction that the cooperation developed in 
the region, which is based on a strictly positive agenda, has 
created a dynamic that could lead to the creation of a regional 
Organisation for Security and Cooperation when the political 
conditions permit. In fact, the East Med is one of the few 
regions where such an organization does not exist. An East Med 
Organisation for Security and Cooperation will be inclusive, 
based on a positive agenda, and with the only pre-requisites 
being respect for international law, commitment to good 
neighborly relations, and respect to the sovereignty, sovereign 
rights and territorial integrity of every country.

It is our conviction that the cooperation 
developed in the region, which is based on a 
strictly positive agenda, has created a dynamic 
that could lead to the creation of a regional 
Organisation for Security and Cooperation 
when the political conditions permit. 

We are also interested in one specific diplomacy tool, namely cultural 
diplomacy. Do you believe the MFA is utilizing sufficiently cultural 
diplomacy tools to achieve its goals? 

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs in particular, fully 
cognizant of the importance cultural diplomacy can play for 
Cyprus – a country which despite its size has a strong imprint 
in world culture, history and civilization – has always placed 
great importance on this soft power tool, and increasingly 
more so in recent years when we have tried to be more active 
and achieve tangible results.

At the heart of our actions in this area is the theme of the 
protection of cultural heritage, a priority in our foreign policy. 
This is hardly surprising if one considers that Cyprus has 
experienced, and continues to experience, the consequences of 
the destruction of its cultural heritage, as a tool of war. 

A recent example of how we have used cultural diplomacy 
in this direction is the important initiative the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs undertook in the field of protection of cultural 
heritage, which led to the adoption of the Council of Europe 
Convention on Offences Relating to Cultural Property, also 
known as the ‘Nicosia Convention’ in 2017. The initiative was 
part of the Cyprus Presidency of the Ministerial Committee of 
the Council of Europe.

Nicosia worked hard, reaching out to other states, to 
promote a unique legal tool for combatting the destruction 
of illegal trafficking of cultural heritage. The Convention is 
in fact the first international legal text which incorporates 
a criminal code for perpetrators who destroy, steal or 
trade cultural heritage treasures. Key characteristics of the 
Convention include the fact that the burden of proof lies with 
the buyer and/or possessor of the artifact, as well as the fact 
that it provides for the harmonization of national legislation 
in order to promote and facilitate inter-state cooperation in 
combatting illegal trafficking of cultural heritage. 

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs, at a bilateral level but also 
working closely with the Secretariat of the Council of Europe, 
continues to work intensively in promoting the universality of 
the Nicosia Convention.

At the same time, we are working on extending our 
actions in the field of protection of cultural diplomacy. In the 
framework of an action plan developed by our Permanent 
Representation in Geneva, in March 2018 the Resolution 
of the Council of Human Rights of the United Nations on 
cultural rights and the protection of cultural heritage was 

adopted unanimously. This was a Resolution that gathered 
the support of 74 member states of the Organisation who 
co-sponsored it. In terms of substance, the UN Council 
of Human Rights Resolution condemns unequivocally 
any action of destruction of cultural heritage, whether in 
the context of an armed conflict or not, and calls for the 
enhancement of international cooperation with the aim of 
more effective prevention and combatting the destruction of 
cultural heritage. It also underlines the need to return stolen 
cultural property to the country of origin, and stresses the 
need for the full restoration of cultural rights, especially for 
displaced persons.

Within the framework of the 37th Summit of the Council 
of Human Rights of the United Nations earlier this year, the 
Permanent Representation of Cyprus to Geneva, together 
with the Permanent Representations of Iraq, Ireland, and 
UNESCO Geneva Office also co-organised a series of 
seminars and events on the responsibility to protect cultural 
heritage.

I would also like to refer to the praiseworthy work of the 
Technical Committee on Cultural Heritage in the protection 
and preservation of cultural heritage on the island, sending a 
strong message of what can be achieved by working together 
for a common cause. The Government has tangibly supported 
the Committee, and it will continue to do so.

At a bilateral level, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs works 
closely with the Ministry of Education and Culture, and the 
Antiquities Department to promote the signing of bilateral 
agreements and memoranda of understanding in the field of 
cultural cooperation, and is involved in their follow up and 
implementation. These agreements constitute an important 
element in deepening our bonds with other countries, well 
beyond, but complementary to the political and economic 
fields. It adds a dimension that in fact enhances our efforts for 
closer political and economic ties. 

At the same time, our diplomatic missions abroad, 
working closely with Cypriot diaspora, and diaspora 
organisations, organize cultural events, with the aim of 
presenting and promoting Cyprus’s rich cultural history 
and heritage. These events include art exhibitions, concerns, 
folklore dancing, presentation of books and films by 
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We are gradually 
working in 
incorporating 
cultural diplomacy 
across the board 
in our foreign 
policy initiatives.

Cypriots creators, promoting Cypriot cuisine. These aim to 
familiarize audiences in other countries with Cyprus: 
with its history, its people, its cuisine, with all the 
pieces that make up the puzzle of the immensely rich 
cultural heritage of Cyprus. Because once you create this 
understanding, this familiarity through soft tools, you 
create a fertile ground for understanding in other areas which 
would otherwise be more difficult to convey.

We are gradually working in incorporating cultural 
diplomacy across the board in our foreign policy initiatives. 
For example, in the context of the trilateral cooperation 
mechanisms with neighbouring countries – Egypt, Israel, 
Jordan, Lebanon – we have included purposefully in 
our action plans activities in the area of protection of 
archaeological artifacts, combatting art trafficking, as 
well as joint cultural initiatives that bring these trilateral 
mechanisms and their message closer to the citizens of 
our countries. This creates a bottom-up approach that is 
necessary for the development of the trilateral mechanisms.

In which ways has the Foreign Ministry played a role in the 
management of the pandemic? How would you evaluate your 
Ministry’s response? 

Since day one, the Ministry’s central focus has been the 
support of Cypriots in need, while being overseas. One of 
our main tasks was to assist and coordinate the repatriation 
of Cypriots abroad – people who were travelling during the 
so-called “first wave” of the pandemic (March - May) or 
university students who wished to return home since their 
Universities’ activities were paused due to the pandemic. 
Our Crisis Management Centre, in close cooperation with 
the Ministry of Transport and other governmental agencies, 
managed to bring more than 11 thousand Cypriot citizens 
back home by organising and executing a large-scale 
repatriation scheme. 

Namely, we set up right away a specialised website titled 
“Connect2CY” where citizens who wished their repatriation 
had to inform us and provide specific information about 
their own case of repatriation. All lists of passengers were 
sent to the Ministry of Transport to negotiate with airliners 
and agree to send chartered flights for our plan to go into 
the implementation phase. 

Moreover, we were able to offer financial support, 

through our Embassies, to Cypriot citizens who might have 
travelled professionally and who had to extent their stay 
abroad due to the worldwide travelling restrictions. Due 
to the same reasons, we provided, again via our Embassies, 
medicines to Cypriots who were not able to have full or 
rapid access to the health systems of their countries of 
residence, while we managed to set a support system of local 
doctors in third countries, for Cypriots who urgently needed 
medical examination and treatment.   

Further to the above, the Ministry set up a network of 
distribution of food to Cypriot students, during the period 
of quarantine in several countries (including the UK, where 
there is a high number of Cypriot University students), with 
the active support of our Embassies and the local diaspora 
organisations. Another action of support on behalf of the 
Ministry was to work with Universities abroad to set up a 
psychological support network of health professionals to 
provide relieve to stranded Cypriot students, during the 
difficult days of the March – May quarantine. 

Another mission which the Ministry had to undertake 

was the facilitation and coordination of discussions, when 
needed, with foreign countries that could support the 
Republic of Cyprus with the much-needed medical 
supplies, such as face masks etc., back in the early days 
of the pandemic.   

Our people working at the Crisis Management 
Centre were overwhelmed with the exhausting working 
conditions, however they have managed to succeed in their 
mission – thus we all remain grateful for their service. 
The call centre established under the Crisis Management 
Centre received more than 52.000 calls within the period 
of March – May 2020.  I must say - we are greatly satisfied 
with how things evolved and for the tremendous exhibition 
of appreciation and gratefulness from people who received 
timely special treatment and got back home, as wished. God 
forbid - we are ready to do it again, if needed during this 
ongoing “second wave” of the pandemic. 

The call centre 
established 
under the Crisis 
Management 
Centre received 
more than 52.000 
calls within the 
period of March – 
May 2020. 
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of tensions, Turkey’s destabilising behaviour makes it 
particularly difficult, even for its own benefit, to formulate 
bilateral or regional collaborations, thus becoming more 
and more self-isolated. However, no country can walk 
alone – we live in an increasingly interconnected world 
where dialogue and common understanding are much 
needed, now more than ever. 

I have to underline a core aspect of these cooperation 
mechanisms that was stated since their inception: Indeed, 
they have a positive agenda and are inclusive, no 
one is excluded. To the contrary – they are open to 
all countries in the region with the minimum pre-
requisites being the respect to international law, good 
neighbourly relations, and respect to sovereignty 
and territorial integrity. We sincerely hope that Turkey 

will choose to cease employing gunboat diplomacy and 
provocative illegal actions, as demonstrated during the past 
few months, not only in the maritime zones of Cyprus and 
Greece, but also in other countries of the region. Turkey 
should abandon its destabilizing role in the region and 
should opt to be part of the web of cooperation that has 
been built in the region, for the benefit of its own people 
as well.

Lastly, a question on the ongoing developments. You frequently 
mention that the RoC does not operate with a zero-sum mentality; 
on the contrary it is open for collaboration with all neighbours. 
That said, Turkey does not seem to share this view and its 
behaviour makes it particularly difficult to formulate regional 
collaborations, even for potentially transnational threats such 
as the Covid-19 pandemic. With Covid-19 still in the spotlight 
and many states looking more ‘inwards’ trying to deal with the 
problems the pandemic created, do you think it is possible for 
the RoC, the EU or other actors to convince Turkey to change its 
behaviour vis-à-vis Cyprus and the region?

Cyprus, together with other like-minded countries 
of the region, is putting forward a different narrative 
for the region, one of countries coming together with a 
positive agenda, in full respect of international law and 
good neighbourly relations, to promote a vision of peace, 
stability and prosperity for the Eastern Mediterranean. 
The trilateral cooperation mechanisms Cyprus and Greece 
have established in recent years with countries of the 
region, such as Israel, Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, Palestine 
are based on a positive, inclusive agenda, and are yielding 
tangible results. These include the East Med Pipeline, the 
establishment of the EastMed Gas Forum, and others, 
bringing together countries of the region with a mutually 
beneficial agenda. They send the message precisely that 
zero-sum games do not work, that it is only through 
cooperation and synergies that progress can be achieved 
and challenges addressed. At a moment when the pandemic 
is pushing many countries to insularism, countries of the 
region are coming together, including through the mini-
multilateral fora, to send a different message. Indeed, 
other like-minded countries have acknowledged the added 
value of these mechanisms and have joined for specific 
issues: France has participated in the trilateral with Egypt 
on security issues, United States has participated in the 
trilateral with Israel on security issues, Italy participates 
with Cyprus, Greece and Israel on energy projects, and 
most recently the UAE has participated in a trilateral 
meeting with Egypt. 

As witnessed during the most recent escalation 

We sincerely 
hope that Turkey 
will choose to 
cease employing 
gunboat diplomacy 
and provocative 
illegal actions, 
as demonstrated 
during the past few 
months, not only 
in the maritime 
zones of Cyprus and 
Greece, but also in 
other countries of 
the region. 
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Israel and Cyprus: 
cooperation in 
COVID-19 times 
and beyond

H.E. Mr Sammy Revel
Ambassador of the State of 
Israel to the Republic  
of Cyprus

Israel and Cyprus: a solid partnership 
in a challenging environment

According to our original plans, the working program 
prepared in advance by the Embassy of Israel in Cyprus for 
2020 was full of important events and initiatives in which 
we planned to deepen further the cooperation. Building 
on the high-level contacts of the previous year, the plans 
included activities in the political, economic and business, 
technological innovation, academic and cultural fields. 
Central focus was given to the celebration of sixty years of 
diplomatic relations between Israel and Cyprus. 

The outbreak of the Corona virus has changed our daily 
lives in an unprecedented way. At the same time, it had a 
major effect on our initial professional plans. The immediate 
urgency was to ensure the continued functioning of the 
embassy and to make the necessary adjustments, according 
to the regulations issued in Israel and in Cyprus to deal with 
the pandemic. This rapid adjustment in our work routine 
was made possible thanks to an excellent cooperation with 
the Cypriot authorities.   

This rapid adjustment in our work routine 
was made possible thanks to an excellent 
cooperation with the Cypriot authorities

This new routine is very different from anything we 
faced until today in our diplomatic work. The personal 
meetings and handshakes were exchanged by telephone 
calls and online connections. Our order of priorities was 
completely changed and the main focus became the fight 
against COVID-19. Our two counties invested considerable 
resources to install much needed preventive measures, to 
provide the best possible life saving medical care and to 
maximize the scientific capabilities to face the Coronavirus. 
Equally important were efforts to minimize the economic 

impact due to the Coronavirus pandemic. Our job at the 
embassy was to find the way to contribute to these efforts.

To our assistance came the very strong relations created 
in recent years between Israel and Cyprus and also the 
trilateral relations with Greece. The close connection 
between our heads of state, ministers and experts, is a very 
good basis for our joint efforts. This partnership - based 
on geographical proximity, our shared values and the need 
to face considerable challenges to stability in the Eastern 
Mediterranean and the Middle East - is very important 
in normal times. It is especially important in times of 
emergency, such as during the global COVID-19 pandemic. 

Israel and Cyprus were also able to build on the strong 
ties and on the successful partnership, over many years, 
in the health field. Senior doctors from Cyprus studied 
medicine in Israel and today dozens of medical students 
from Israel study in a joint program of the University 
of Nicosia and the Sheba Hospital. The direct open line 

between Cypriot and Israeli doctors has often helped save 
lives; a recent example is the urgent evacuation of a Syrian 
refugee baby needed for a live-saving heart surgery, as well 
as an emergency evacuation with an air ambulance to Israel 
of a Cypriot policeman wounded in a shootout in Limassol. 
These direct connections were instrumental in creating 
the rapid link in the early days of the outbreak of the 
Coronavirus pandemic.
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Medical cooperation  
on COVID-19

The immediate response on a bilateral level, immediately 
after the outbreak of the virus in our countries, was an 
initiative taken by our embassy, together with the Ministry 
of Health of Cyprus and with other partners on the island, 
to exchange expertise and treatment methods. The Sheba 
governmental Medical Center, which is the national 
COVID-19 center of Israel, started working together with 
the Famagusta General Hospital, the corresponding national 
center in Cyprus. Moreover, Sheba Medical also exchanged 
treatment protocols to better support patients in the Nicosia 
Hospital intensive care unit.

As hospitals gained experience in the diagnosis and 
treatment of Coronavirus patients and in view of the abilities 

of Sheba Medical Center in Israel, this was an important 
platform for Israel-Cyprus cooperation to provide the 
appropriate medical care. 

It also opened the door to further synergies between 
our health professionals, including issues of policy, medical 
equipment as well as evacuation of patients needing 
emergency specialized care. Another important cooperation 
was on the transfer of needed pharmaceutical medicines. 
As our two countries are so close geographically, this 
cooperation is clearly a win-win. 

Looking forward  
to an exit strategy

As we look forward, the close partnership between Israel 
and Cyprus, as well as the trilateral with Greece, are also very 

important in the efforts to develop an exit strategy, following 
the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

A particularly important issue is the renewal of the 
aviation connection between Israel and Cyprus. Together 
with the Minister of Transport and the Deputy 
Minister of Tourism of Cyprus, as well as the heads 
of the Aviation Authorities of the two countries, 
we established a joint working group to prepare the 
necessary conditions for this to happen. 

The combat against the COVID-19 Coronavirus is still 
a very big challenge and the first priority is to ensure the 
health of the passengers and their safety. Just the same, in 
spite of the complex reality, we hope that the situation will 
permit soon for things to move forward. In this regard, the 
work started is an important first step to enable once again 
Israelis and Cypriots to cross the short distance between 
our two countries. This will also open the door to further 
development of our economic relations – in trade, industry, 
energy, technological innovation and gradually also tourism. 
We need to proceed carefully, but there is a solid foundation 
for our efforts to relaunch the important air connection 
between Israel and Cyprus.   

The science  
and technological 
innovation bridge

In recent years, much work has been invested to create 
a comprehensive framework for cooperation between Israel 
and Cyprus in the fields of innovation and entrepreneurship. 
Our aspiration is that our close relations will evolve into 
an intensive collaboration on scientific and technological 
projects. Building this link between our two countries can 
significantly contribute to our scientific institutes, to our 
economies and to create together new ideas, which will 
transform the lives of people and inspire the future generation. 

We are working to deepen this bridge, in close cooperation 
with the Deputy Minister of Research, Innovation and Digital 
Policy of Cyprus. To achieve this goal, an action plan, between 
the Israel Innovation Authority and the Chief Scientist Office of 
Cyprus was initiated in January 2019. Moreover, joint training 
programs on startups and social entrepreneurship have been 
taking place since 2018, some of which took place recently 

in Israel. Almost 40 Cypriots already participated in these 
trainings, and we look forward to continue developing joint 
learning opportunities for young Israelis and Cypriots.  This will 

We need to proceed 
carefully, but 
there is a solid 
foundation for our 
efforts to relaunch 
the important air 
connection between 
Israel and Cyprus.   

greatly contribute to realize a wider synergy in Research and 
Development, which will bring together the Israeli and Cypriot 
High-tech Ecosystems.    

As we look today to the COVID-19 challenge, multiple 
companies and startups in Israel are developing much 
needed innovative products. This is crucial in fields such as 
Diagnostics and Triaging, providing automated information 
about the spread of the Virus, reliably informing the 
population, providing healthcare professionals with better 
protection, maintaining hygiene, providing treatment to 
patients, dealing with emergency situations and more. There 
are many examples of successful innovations developed in 
facing challenges posed by the Coronavirus.

The science and technology innovation bridge between 
Israel and Cyprus can be of great value in this respect. This 
collaboration can assist in finding new necessary solutions to 
combat the Coronavirus, to accelerate the implementation of 
much needed innovative solutions as well as to better monitor 
the situation. As we move forward, this can be very important 
also to develop solutions for the day after.  
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A pillar of stability  
on the regional level 

Zooming out to the larger picture, the upgrading of the 
Israel – Cyprus partnership and the trilateral with Greece 
is very important on the regional level. The cooperation 
with the United States and with like-minded European 
countries as well as Arab countries – such as our peace 

business levels on issues such as renewable energy storage, 
energy efficiency as well as on water issues. 

We can build on this new regional reality in the 
Eastern Mediterranean and the Middle East to create 
additional regional synergies to fight the Coronavirus. It 
was already announced that Israeli companies are working 
with companies from Arab countries to join forces on 
COVID-19. This cooperation is of much importance. Living 
in a region filled with many threats, Israel and Cyprus can 

mobilize the alliance among them also for wider initiatives 
to meet the current crisis. Hopefully, this will enable also 
much needed economic development and will cement the 
foundations for a better future in our shared region.

Conclusion – 

Zooming out to 
the larger picture, 
the upgrading of 
the Israel – Cyprus 
partnership and 
the trilateral with 
Greece is very 
important on the 
regional level. 

partners Egypt and Jordan – is 
a pillar of stability, security, and 
prosperity in the Eastern 
Mediterranean.  

In their recent meetings, 
the leaders of Israel, Greece 
and Cyprus agreed to support 
energy independence and 
security and to defend against 
external malign influences in 
the Eastern Mediterranean 
and the broader Middle East. 
Furthermore, they welcomed 
the recent natural gas finds 
in the Eastern Mediterranean 
and its potential to contribute 
to energy security and 
diversification.

The significant quantities 
of natural gas found in the 
exclusive economic zones of 
Israel and Cyprus, as well 
as the potential for further finds, create an important 
opportunity. We also have an important opportunity to 
develop wider synergies, such as the recently established 
Eastern Mediterranean Gas forum, and to jointly realize our 
ambition to export Natural Gas to Europe. This is already 
creating a new reality in the Eastern Mediterranean.  

First steps have also been taken to meet other common 
challenges. This is critical on climate change and the 
necessity to protect our environment.  In this regard, the 
initiative of Cyprus to establish a regional action plan to 
coordinate countries of the Eastern Mediterranean and 
the Middle East on climate change issues is an important 
first step that can greatly benefit all. In this framework, 
cooperation already started on the academic, research and 

deepen the synergies between Israel and Cyprus. 
In these days of summer 2020, the situation is 

completely different from the one we knew one year ago 
when hundreds of thousands of Israelis visited hotels, 
tavernas and beaches throughout Cyprus. We must 
recognize this complex reality, which affects many people, 
and continue our efforts to find necessary solutions. The 
hope is that soon Israelis and Cypriots will be able to easily 
and quickly cross again the short geographical distance 
between the two countries. 

In the meanwhile, we must explore new opportunities 
that will bring Israelis and Cypriots even closer together. 
There is an important cooperation between our health 
professionals on COVID-19 as well as intensive exchanges 
in scientific and technological fields. In addition to 
the fight against the Coronavirus pandemic, Israel and 
Cyprus jointly collaborate on preparedness for emergency 
situations, security, cyber protection, energy, climate 
change, water and much more. As two close neighbors, 
Israel and Cyprus have also a clear interest to encourage 
cross border and regional cooperation.  

We are facing unprecedented challenges and working 
together is our biggest asset. As two neighboring countries, 
connected by the Mediterranean Sea, Israel and Cyprus are 
natural partners. A partnership based on our history and 
on a shared vision for the future.

strengthening the 
partnership in 
COVID-19 times and 
beyond

While there are big difficulties that need to be 
addressed, there are also important opportunities to further 

As two close neighbors, Israel and 
Cyprus have also a clear interest 
to encourage cross border and 
regional cooperation.  
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Mr Noam Katz
Deputy Director-General for Public Diplomacy, 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the State of Israel
Mr Yiftah Curiel
Director at the Department for Digital Diplomacy, 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the State of Israel

Digital
communications 
and the Corona crisis:
Lessons learned and 
a look to the future

The COVID-19 crisis has had a significant impact on 
the strategic media operations of Israel’s Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs, one that is still ongoing, as lessons are learned and 
changes are made on the operational level, as well as on 
training and on development of human and technological 
resources. In this brief article, we will try to provide some 
background regarding these operations, what we have learned 
from the coronavirus crisis, and how the ministry is looking to 
the months ahead in terms of its role in promoting the MFA’s 
strategic goals. 

Israel’s Public Diplomacy division today plays a central 
role in the ministry’s operations, from branding campaigns on 
issues ranging from tourism, to economic cooperation, tech, 
development and diaspora affairs, to the core policy issues 
such as Iran’s military nuclear program, Hezbollah’s meddling 
in Lebanon, and Hamas terror activities emanating from 
Gaza. 

The division is composed of four departments, handling 
digital diplomacy, information and production, civil society 
affairs, and planning. The division also includes the MFA 
spokesperson’s team. These five core teams work together in 
a highly cohesive manner, exchanging information and 
undertaking joint campaigns in conjunction with our 
missions abroad, as well as other departments within the 
ministry. 

The most important lesson learned from our crisis 
management operations – refined over the past years during 
the incessant rounds of Hamas rocket attacks from Gaza – 
was the need for an organic, highly coordinated emergency 
protocol within the public diplomacy division. This enables 
the five teams to exchange information in real time, create 
content and authorize its publication online swiftly. The need 
to balance two clashing interests – verification of information 
VS relevancy in the ultra-fast social media environment, was 
the need from which the protocol was born, and it has served 
us in handling the coronavirus crisis.  

The Israeli MFA was one of the first to harness the tools 
that are today regarded as “digital diplomacy”, opening its 
first social media accounts nearly a decade ago. Today the 
digital diplomacy department oversees the largest official 
web presence in Israel, which includes HQ accounts on 
five platforms (Twitter, Facebook, Instagram, YouTube and 

In all, the MFA 
manages a web of 
over 800 official 
accounts, operating 
in 50 languages, 
reaching over 250 
million people every 
month.

Telegram) in six languages (English, Hebrew, Arabic, Persian, 
Russian and Spanish), as well as hundreds of mission accounts 
and those belonging to Israel’s diplomats. In all, the MFA 
manages a web of over 800 official accounts, operating in 50 
languages, reaching over 250 million people every month. In 
recent years the division has also developed an in-house R&D 
capability, in order to create the tools necessary to operate 
effectively in the digital sphere, to amplify messaging, as well 
as to better manage the web of accounts under the ministry’s 
purview. 

During the coronavirus crisis, the priority of the MFA 
quickly focused on assisting Israeli citizens abroad, and 
encouraging them to return home, as flights were being 
cancelled and airspace closed in many countries around the 
world. The ministry’s modest Hebrew language accounts, used 
before the crisis mostly for consular issues, gained prominence 
and became the main tools to provide information to the 
Israeli public, both in Israel and abroad. 

The digital department launched a campaign targeting 
popular Israeli tourist destinations (including Latin America 
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and Southeast Asia) 
calling on Israelis 
to return home and 
providing relevant 
information. In parallel, 
we targeted Israeli 
families back in Israel, 
urging them to contact 
their loved ones abroad 
so that they realize that 
if they do not board 
available flights, they 
may not be able to return 
home for a while. In 
this way, Israel was able 
to return home many 
of its nationals during 
the beginning of the 
outbreak, enduring 
their safety and access to 
medical care.

A second challenge 
was to position Israel as 
a significant contributor 
to the global fight against 
coronavirus. We sent out 

influenced religious traditions. Pilgrims could not reach 
Israel to tour the holy sites, and so we created high-definition 
virtual tours that would enable them to experience the visits. 
Jews who celebrate Passover together with their families were 
unable to gather, and so we recorded a virtual Seder with 
our Ambassador to Romania, in order to recreate a sense of 
belonging for those who were passing the holiday alone. 

Lastly, we found that in times of crisis, the MFA’s role 
in expressing solidarity with our friends abroad made 
a significant impact. We created content that included 
Israelis singing to their Italian friends, or to those affected 
by coronavirus in NYC, and we collaborated with local 
municipalities who lit up their city halls and other 
monuments with the flags of affected countries. One of the 
strengths of the digital activity is its ability to gather people 
around important causes, and coronavirus was a positive test 
case in this regard. 

The coronavirus crisis has undoubtedly highlighted the 
importance of using digital tools effectively. For us at the 

Israeli MFA – the crisis made our digital channels SHARPER 
and more EFFICIENT, because essentially there was only 
one relevant topic for a long time. It also taught us to listen to 
our audience more attentively, and to express solidarity with 
those less fortunate. In this way, the crisis brought out the best 
from the digital world, enabling us to reach out to our fellow 
countrymen abroad, to highlight Israel’s global role in fighting 
the pandemic, and to strengthen our online community by 
showing empathy. 

The crisis is unfortunately far from over, and Israel is 
currently experiencing a second wave, like many countries 
around the world. A main lesson that is already being 
implemented at the Israeli MFA is that we must invest more 
public diplomacy and communications resources toward the 
Israeli public. An MFA is built to look outwardly, to connect 
with audiences abroad in order to fulfill its main mission 
of creating and promoting new relationships. Nevertheless, 
we’ve seen that in a time of global crisis, we must also possess 
the tools to reach out to the Israeli public, providing real 

time information with targeting capabilities. 
On a wider scope, the coronavirus crisis was a catalyst to 

an ongoing trend of the adoption of technology by MFAs. 
The world of social media is driven today by technology; 
algorithms decide what content will find traction, and 
the ability of states to achieve their goals in this ecosystem 
depends on in-depth knowledge and utilization of complex 
technological tools. 

Meanwhile, the ability to analyze the massive amounts of 
information that flow through the system requires solutions 
from the world of Big Data and AI. The coronavirus crisis 
created an influx of new players into the system, creating 
more competition and stimulating the traditional players to 
work harder. It also brought about a rethinking by some of 
the technological platforms, on how they operate and see 
themselves within the international system. We believe that 
these trends will continue, as digital tools become not only 
essential for public diplomacy, but an integral part of how 
diplomacy in the 21st century is defined.  

We launched our 
most successful-
ever AMA (Ask Me 
Anything) on the 
official @Israel 
twitter channel, 
which covered 
a large range of 
issues, from policy 
to health to Israel’s 
relations with many 
countries. 

our teams to find the people who were doing those things – 
on the technological front, in hospitals, startups, and more, 
as we soon realized that this was what people were interested 
in. This content included Israeli technologies that were being 
developed to fight coronavirus, virtual tools used to treat 
patients from afar, and even simple clips in which Israelis 
gave their opinion and advice about being quarantined. We 
also began using some of these tools ourselves as an MFA, 
from Zoom sessions to Webinars, in order to carry out the 
diplomatic work of the ministry. 

In parallel, we realized that people in quarantine were 
hungry for interaction. As such, we focused on digital work 
that could give our audience both a sense of what Israel was 
going through, but also a chance to express themselves. We 
launched our most successful-ever AMA (Ask Me Anything) 
on the official @Israel twitter channel, which covered a large 
range of issues, from policy to health to Israel’s relations with 
many countries. 

A third challenge had to do with how coronavirus 
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H.E. Ms Katja Saha
United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees 
Representative to the 
Republic of Cyprus

Refugee protection  
in Cyprus amidst 

the pandemic 

Few were prepared for a full-blown pandemic. Empty 
streets amidst lockdown, grandchildren interacting with 
grandparents through windows, friends avoiding human 
contact, and, worst still, family members dying alone, were 
unfathomable notions beforehand. Lockdowns resulting 
from the pandemic are as severe as they are disruptive, 
prompting a re-evaluation of priorities, both personally 
and collectively. Healthcare provision, which has often 
been superseded by other more marketable concerns, has 
quickly risen to the top of political agendas, and with it the 
notion that advanced western societies are only as strong 
as their most vulnerable members. Refugees1 have become 
central to the pandemic response discussion, eliciting 
different approaches from European states. Fortunately, 
the most common reaction has been to link enhanced 
refugee protection with a country’s overall response against 
COVID-19.2 Thus, in order to safeguard the protection 
of a country, the right for refugees to remain legally, safely, 
and with access to quality healthcare has been ensured. In 
contrast, refugees have also been presented as existential 
threats with corresponding restrictions in their access to 
territory, procedures and rights. However, in considering 
that people will continue to flee persecution, conflict or 
violence, irrespective of the circumstances in the country 
of asylum, restrictive practices are largely ineffective. In 
this regard, to ensure the protection of a host community 
during a pandemic and, more generally, inclusive policies for 
refugees must be embraced. 

The effective protection of refugees relies on the 
existence of safeguards at all stages of the asylum process 
and beyond. The asylum process includes access to territory 
and asylum procedures, adequate reception conditions, 
and effective international protection determination 

processes. Positive policies to ensure integration of refugees 
into the host community are also paramount. In ensuring 
the existence of a protection infrastructure, the different 
elements of the asylum process need to be visualized as 
links in a chain, whereby all links need to be in place to 
ensure the effectiveness of the infrastructure. Broken links 
or insufficient progress in one area, has the potential to 
disproportionately affect other aspects, leaving refugees 
vulnerable. 

The first link in the protection chain is to ensure 
the safety of all persons seeking to access a territory, 
notwithstanding that the manner of entry may be irregular. 
Refugees often embark on perilous journeys to reach a 
country of asylum, which frequently includes being at the 
mercy of people smugglers and traffickers. Mediterranean 
Sea and land arrivals have been on the rise in recent 
years,3 and mixed migration flows have been a common 
phenomenon, with migrants4 amidst those seeking refuge 
from war or persecution, or victims of trafficking and other 
vulnerable persons. More generally, and notwithstanding 
the mixed migrant profiles, preventing access to a territory 
undermines the protection infrastructure of a country and 
can result in refoulement,5  or deaths, commonly at sea. 
During a pandemic, a blanket restriction on entry can force 
refugees and migrants to find even more illicit points of 
entry resulting in a lack of control over those accessing the 
territory, and therefore inadequate screening for COVID-19 
infections and subsequent tracing. 

Cyprus has not been immune to the increase in recent 
years of mixed migration movements and the majority of 
persons arrive via small and medium-sized boats, often not 
fit for purpose. Ongoing boat arrivals have continued to be 
commonplace notwithstanding the pandemic restrictions, 

Broken links or insufficient progress 
in one area, has the potential to 
disproportionately affect other 
aspects, leaving refugees vulnerable. 
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which came into effect in mid-March 2020. The lockdown 
measures, which eased on 21st May 2020, culminated in the 
near termination of flight arrivals, the closure of crossing 
points, and the controlled internal movements of persons, 
unfortunately did not include mitigating measures to 
facilitate access to asylum procedures. The sudden impact of 
the pandemic and the resultant lockdown undoubtedly 
created the mistaken belief that migratory movements 
would potentially cease. However, boats carrying Syrian 
refugees, including women and children, continued to 
journey to Cyprus and this has not abated. In addition, 
there has been a spate of boats arriving from Lebanon since 
early September 2020, containing both Syrian and Lebanese 
nationals, including women and children. The boats leaving 
Lebanon may be linked to the explosion in Beirut on 4th 
August 2020 causing severe damage to the city. UNHCR 
has addressed concerns relating to a number of alleged 
incidents that boats carrying men, women and children have 
not been allowed to disembark thereby preventing access to 
asylum procedures.

Once access to the territory is ensured, persons must be 
able to access the asylum procedures. Notably, an individual 
attains the status of an asylum-seeker when they express the 
wish to make an application for international protection and 
are thus at that point entitled to corresponding rights until 
their applications are examined and a final decision is issued. 
It is understandable that during a pandemic public health 
concerns and the need for physical distancing and enhanced 
hygiene measures would impact asylum registration 
processes. Mitigation measures include a simplified 
registration process in order to ensure access to essential 
services and prevent persons necessarily living on the streets 
and thereby creating greater health risks.6  

In Cyprus, the pandemic impacted the registration of 
asylum-seekers from the onset of restrictions in mid-March 
and therefore, access to services. Whilst those persons found 
to be crossing irregularly from the north of Cyprus were 
transferred to the First Reception Centre at Pournara and 
had access to basic registration, those already on territory 
were left unregistered for prolonged periods and thereby 
undocumented. As undocumented asylum-seekers have no 
access to reception facilities or any other housing there is 
a heightened risk to public health. It was only during the 
fourth quarter of the year that registration processes were 
fully restored. 

There is an obligation under EU law7 to ensure an 
adequate standard of living for applicants, which guarantees 
their subsistence and protects their physical and mental 
health. In particular, “material reception conditions” should 
be available for asylum-seekers the moment that they make 

During a pandemic, 
a blanket restriction 
on entry can force 
refugees and 
migrants to find 
even more illicit 
points of entry 
resulting in a lack 
of control over 
those accessing 
the territory, and 
therefore inadequate 
screening for 
COVID-19 infections 
and subsequent 
tracing. 

an application for international protection as per the EU 
Reception Conditions Directive.8 UNHCR advocates that 
in the course of a pandemic, living standards should be 
heightened in order to ensure public health standards and 
mitigate any risks of transmission to the wider population.9 

In Cyprus, whilst asylum-seekers are excluded from 
applying for the Guaranteed Minimum Income scheme, or 

registering under the established General Healthcare System, 
they are nonetheless entitled to an assistance which includes 
a basic welfare allowance and access to public hospitals.10 In 
addition, asylum-seekers have access to employment, but 
this is limited to specific unskilled labour sectors, which 
have recently been expanded.11 With the increasing number 
of asylum-seekers, the authorities have struggled to provide 
adequate reception facilities, notwithstanding EU support. 
In short, demand has outstripped supply and asylum-
seekers have struggled to find decent accommodation 
with the welfare provided and, with limited employment 
opportunities, homelessness has been on the rise. Reliance 
on the Social Welfare Services to provide emergency housing 
through hotels has been commonplace. In this context, the 
onset of the pandemic worsened the reception situation for 
asylum-seekers and the authorities struggled to implement 
any mitigating measures.

At the outset of the lockdown period, the authorities 
transferred asylum-seekers who were housed in hotels 
by the Social Welfare Services as homeless to the First 
Reception Centre at Pournara, where they were confined 
therein. However, the centre, which comprises mainly of 
tents and prefabricated units, was in the midst of expansion 
and lacked the necessary infrastructure to cope with 
increasing numbers. At the height of its occupancy, over 
760 asylum-seekers were housed at the centre, including 
many unaccompanied asylum-seeking children. Tensions 
frequently ran high with protests from various groups of 
asylum-seekers on their complete restriction of movement 
and living conditions, including as regards the rudimentary 
quarantine areas. Following an enquiry of the Parliamentary 
Human Rights Committee on the situation at Pournara on 
22nd June, where UNHCR raised its overall concerns, there 
was a hive of media attention specifically about the children. 
Thereafter, the authorities began to move unaccompanied 
children out of the camp and proceeded to create “safe 
zones” for vulnerable groups.

It could be argued that the asylum authorities were 
stuck between a rock and a hard place. On the one hand, 
the various Ministerial Decrees,12 which closed registration 
facilities and hotels, had to be implemented to prevent the 
transmission of the Coronavirus. On the other hand, the 
implementation of the Decrees in the absence of mitigating 
measures for asylum-seekers not only created an unbearable 
living situation for many asylum-seekers but brought 
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into question the extent to which there was public health 
protection. 

Challenging as reception may be, it is not a state 
where persons should remain, in limbo, for prolonged 
periods of time, waiting for the outcome of their asylum 
applications years on end. However, when the pandemic 
reached Cyprus, the country was already trying to manage 
a substantial backlog of unexamined asylum applications. 
In the meantime, notable efforts were made, especially 
as regards the increase in the number of the eligibility 
officers, the creation of an audit unit for the improvement 
of the procedures with the support of UNHCR, and the 
creation of a new International Protection Administrative 
Court dedicated to refugee matters. Despite these positive 
developments, the backlog remained substantial by the time 
the pandemic reached Cyprus, and progress was further 
stifled as remote RSD interviewing, which was immediately 

Upon witnessing the collective 
impact of COVID-19, it is no longer 
sustainable to consider ourselves in 
isolation to the whole. 

Although the timeliness and effectiveness of the Refugee 
Status Determination procedures is of utmost importance 
in ensuring that refugees have access to resources that would 
enable them to live autonomous and self-sufficient lives, 
the type of recognition they receive – whether refugee status 
or subsidiary protection status – is equally important when 
considering the mitigation of the risks posed by COVID-19. 
Cyprus is among a handful of countries where persons 
granted subsidiary protection status are not able to access the 
right to family reunification. Considering that the majority 
of Syrians are granted subsidiary protection, this effectively 
means that there is no safe and legal pathway for the 
reunification of a substantial part of the refugee population 
with their families. As a result, family members embark 
in potentially perilous journeys, exposed to smugglers and 
traffickers as well as to the risks of travel at sea with fragile 
boats, in order to reunite with their families. These restrictive 

adopted by some countries, was not fully implemented.13 
In an attempt to promote a more efficient asylum system, 
on 4th September 2020, the parliament amended the 
constitution to introduce accelerated procedures for the 
examination of cases, including a substantial reduction in 
the deadlines for appeals.14 The new procedures foresee a 
fast-track examination of applications by persons coming 
from “safe countries” or who use the asylum system to 
frustrate the procedures and prolong their stay, as well as the 
prioritized examination of vulnerable persons or individuals 
from typically refugee producing countries. It is critical 
for Cyprus to manage the backlog, not least now with the 
pandemic, as it reduces the stress on the reception system 
and enables newly-recognized individuals to access enhanced 
rights, especially access to the General Healthcare System, to 
special support schemes, including disability assistance, and 
to the labour market.

1   Refugees are persons who are outside their country of origin for reasons of feared persecution, conflict, generalized violence, or other 
circumstances that have seriously disturbed public order and, as a result, require international protection.  The refugee definition can be found in 
the 1951 Convention relating to the Status of Refugees and regional refugee instruments, as well as UNHCR’s Statute - https://refugeesmigrants.
un.org/definitions. See also “Refugee or Migrant?” Word choice matters - https://www.unhcr.org/cy/wpcontent/uploads/sites/41/2018/02/
UNHCR_Refugee_or_Migrant_EN.pdf

2   To facilitate this process the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) issued Practical Recommendations and Good Practice to Address 
Protection Concerns in the Context of the COVID-19 Pandemic, 9 April 2020, available at: https://www.refworld.org/docid/5ede06a94.html 
as well as guidance on Risk Communication and Community Engagement (RCCE) – COVID-19, 21 March 2020, available at: https://www.
refworld.org/docid/5e84a8874.html 

3   See UNHCR’s Operational Portal on refugee situations - https://data2.unhcr.org/en/situations/mediterranean
4   While a uniform legal definition of the term ‘migrant’ does not exist at the international level, “migration” is often understood to imply a 

voluntary process, for example, someone who crosses a border in search of better economic opportunities. See “Refugee or Migrant?” Word 
choice matters - https://www.unhcr.org/cy/wp-content/uploads/sites/41/2018/02/UNHCR_Refugee_or_Migrant_EN.pdf

5   “The principle of non-refoulement is the cornerstone of asylum and of international refugee law. Following from the right to seek and to enjoy 
in other countries asylum from persecution, as set forth in Article 14 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, this principle reflects 
the commitment of the international community to ensure to all persons the enjoyment of human rights, including the rights to life, to 
freedom from torture or cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment, and to liberty and security of person. These and other rights 
are threatened when a refugee is returned to persecution or danger.” UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), UNHCR Note on the 
Principle of Non-Refoulement, November 1997, available at: https://www.refworld.org/docid/438c6d972.html [accessed 9 October 2020].

6   UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) issued Practical Recommendations and Good Practice to Address Protection Concerns in the 
Context of the COVID-19 Pandemic, 9 April 2020, p. 3. available at: https://www.refworld.org/docid/5ede06a94.html

7   DIRECTIVE 2013/33/EU OF THE EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT AND OF THE COUNCIL of 26 June 2013 laying down standards 
for the reception of applicants for international protection (recast), Article 17(1) - https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/
PDF/?uri=CELEX:32013L0033&from=EN

8   See Reception Conditions Directive, Article 17(2).
9   UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) issued Practical Recommendations and Good Practice to Address Protection Concerns in the 

Context of the COVID-19 Pandemic, 9 April 2020, p. 4. available at: https://www.refworld.org/docid/5ede06a94.html
10 Refugee Law of 2000, No. 6(I) of 2000, section 9.
11 UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), The Living Conditions of Asylum-Seekers in Cyprus, May 2018, available at: https://

www.unhcr.org/cy/wp-content/uploads/sites/41/2018/05/LivingConditionsofAsylumSeekersReport.pdf [accessed 9 October 2020. Updated 
information is available in multiple languages in UNHCR’s Help Platform for Cyprus, https://help.unhcr.org/cyprus/ 

12 See the Public Information Office - https://www.pio.gov.cy/coronavirus/en/press2.html
13 UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), Remote Interviewing: Practical Considerations for States in Europe, 9 June 2020, available at: 

https://www.refworld.org/docid/5ee230654.html [accessed 9 October 2020].
14 See UNHCR’s position on the amendments at UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), UNHCR Observations on Proposed 

Amendments to the Asylum Legislation in Cyprus, June 2020, available at: https://www.refworld.org/docid/5f0336244.html [accessed 9 October 
2020].

15 See UNHCR’s report on integration in Cyprus, at UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), Towards a Comprehensive Refugee 
Integration Strategy for Cyprus, June 2018, available at: https://www.unhcr.org/cy/wp-content/uploads/sites/41/2018/07/IntegrationReport2018.
pdf [accessed 9 October 2020].

policies not only undermine the principle of family unity, 
they also compromise the country’s ability to keep track 
of arrivals and to ensure that all the necessary medical 
screenings are undertaken for these newly-arrived refugees. 

While the pandemic affected everyone negatively, some 
evidently more than others, it also enabled all of us to reflect 
on our modern societies. Upon witnessing the collective 
impact of COVID-19, it is no longer sustainable to consider 
ourselves in isolation to the whole. A renewed sense of 
belonging has ensued, seeing how the virus transcends 
typical societal boundaries. In this context, it is as important 
as ever to facilitate the integration of refugees into the host 
community, ensuring that they are part of the society, able 
to participate and flourish as equal members. Integrated 
refugees are assets to the societies that receive them, as 

they can contribute their diverse knowledge, experiences 
and expertise for the benefit of their new countries. One 
can therefore understand why the creation of a national 
integration plan, currently under study, is of paramount 
importance.15 

In conclusion, it is important to realize that we are all 
learning as we go along. Individuals, states, organizations, all 
try to adopt the changing and uncertain status quo, making 
plans that quickly become unattainable, assumptions 
that are not validated, and mistakes along the way. The 
uncertainty and instability that we are all experiencing now, 
has been the reality for millions of refugees across the world. 
The way to support them and in doing so mitigate risks to 
the society, is to treat them with the same respect that we 
would expect for ourselves. 
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Attending to 
intended audiences:   
State(s) of digital 
communication  
during the pandemic:   
the cases of 
Cyprus and Greece 

How have the governments of 
Cyprus and Greece been communicating 
digitally with their nationals inside and 
outside the respective state during the 
unprecedented-in-recent-history challenge 
of the coronavirus? What digital initiatives 
have these states taken to address the 
communication challenges triggered 
and set alight by the coronavirus? What 
tools and media did they utilise in order 
to achieve this and to what end? State 
handling of the digital communication 
aspect of the coronavirus created a certain 
impression to foreign audiences about the 
respective country, its ‘behaviour’ towards 
its citizens but also its skills in crisis 
management, both on an international 
and a local level. This article means 

to offer a brief overview of the steps 
taken by the governments of Cyprus 
and Greece during the first wave of the 
pandemic in their attempt to adapt and 
ultimately transform in order to be more 
well-equipped for the digital era, thus 
responding to the needs of their citizens, 
informing, educating and facilitating their 
citizens’ day-to-day routine that has been 
substantially altered by the coronavirus. 

‘Humans think in stories, not in 
numbers and data points. You need a 
good story. And it’s difficult, because the 
truth is usually far more complicated and 
painful’,1 Yuval Noah Harari told Alexis 
Papahelas in an interview in October 
2020. This is a universal truth, and its 
applicability may be found in every aspect 

State handling of the digital 
communication aspect of the 
coronavirus created a certain 
impression to foreign audiences 
about the respective country, 
its ‘behaviour’ towards its 
citizens but also its skills in 
crisis management, both on an 
international and a local level. 
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of human history. We remember memorable events as 
stories, sometimes as feelings, not as numbers. Nevertheless, 
the coronavirus has brought about a challenge in the way 
people experience dramatic events, such as the pandemic, 
and the history that is being written as we experience these 
new realities. In what sense? The pandemic has created an 
avalanche of ‘numbers and data points’ invading every single 
household across the globe. People have started using a 
‘numeric language’ that, within a very short amount of time, 
became globally spoken and universally understood (e.g. 
‘X number of new cases of coronavirus reported in Cyprus 
today’ or ‘Y number of recovered patients in Greece today’). 
This numeric language is being transmitted by national and 
international official agencies and organisations, responsible 
for the dissemination of reliable and truthful information, 
for example the World Health Organization, Ministries of 
Health and other state ministries, and trusted news media 
outlets. 

During the first months of the coronavirus’s spreading 
in the Mediterranean, governmental attempts in crisis 
management understandably focused on the citizen’s health 
and physical wellbeing. A most telling example of the state’s 
reactive response to the attack was a ‘self-inflicted’ lockdown 
(Cyprus, Greece, and also Israel, Lebanon, Egypt…), 
so that the future reaction of the state would be, if not 
proactive, then at least more prepared to dodge the incessant 
coronavirus bullets. Masks became an artificial facial limb, 
the handshake - the established way of greeting in the region 
– became a taboo, and physical distancing posed a severe 
challenge to human relationships and a threat to our mental 
and psychological health.  

Overcoming the initial shockwave of the obligatory 
acceptance of the pandemic, interpreting it as a, literally, 
life-changing fact in-motion (a fact that was clearly contrary 
to our very own ‘Stay home stay safe’ physical immobility), 
necessitated the state to approach its citizens in a manner 
that would activate and/or enhance their trust in public 
governance; this was a crucial prerequisite so that the 
coronavirus would be contained having found less and less 
‘hospitable hosts’.  

Digital media, almost overnight, became the go-to ‘spot’ 
for a large part of the digitally literate part of the global 
population. In order to gain access to accurate information 
regarding the coronavirus at-home, countries in the 
Eastern Mediterranean had to catch up with digitisation 

and accelerate their pace, while at the same time keeping a 
humane face and translating ‘numbers and data points’ into 
meaning, message and, eventually, feeling (e.g. a feeling of 
security, trust, hope, confidence). There was really no choice: 
it was either you go (or, run towards) digital, essentially 
‘uploading life’ to the extent countries were capable doing 
so, or experience a national breakdown.   

Greece and Cyprus, quickly picked up on the pressing 
need to utilise digital media in order to, at least attempt 
to, ‘putting their house in order’ amidst the pandemic, 
providing official information to their citizens, inside and 
outside the countries. At the time of writing this article, to a 
large extent, Greece and Cyprus have succeeded in avoiding 
a national breakdown. In fact, they have been performing 
quite well in the international scale of successful and failed 
national responses to the pandemic. What did Greece and 
Cyprus do, in regards to digital transformation in order to 
achieve this?

Cyprus took initiatives in digital transformation in 
order to minimise virus contagion by promoting e-health 
apparatus for patients and healthcare service providers. 
Specifically, it launched a dedicated call centre with 
automated, interactive voice response and text messaging 
system concerning movement of citizens. It created a data 
index for tracking confirmed coronavirus cases, a location 
tracker of citizens and suspected cases, and a platform 
illustrating the spread of the virus.2 The website of the Press 
and Information Office added a basic information section on 
the coronavirus on its pre-existing website, including links to 
important announcements and guidelines for the public. 

For distance-learning education, and not without heated 
controversy as to the efficiency of the Ministry of Education 
and Culture in dealing with and managing the educational 
crisis due to the pandemic, some online activities were 
developed in order to facilitate teaching of students of all 
levels and supportive education material was uploaded to 
the Ministry’s website and to the websites of individual 
schools. One could notice a marked difference on the level 
and quality of digital response to the pandemic between 
primary/secondary education and tertiary education, with 
the latter being considerably more well-equipped to deal 
with the issue - especially private universities such as the 
University of Nicosia and Open University Cyprus – as they 
had already been accustomed to online education, hence an 
easier transition to an enhanced use of online teaching. In 

regards to primary and secondary education, we have 
seen many issues rising with students struggling to 
keep up or even remain engaged, and perhaps a clear 
distinction between private and public schools, with the 
former essentially going online without any major issues.

One of the biggest crises for Cyprus and Greece was the 
crisis in tourism. As a heavily advertised summer destination, 
Cyprus suffered a heavy blow during the lockdown and 
the following summer months. There were noted efforts 
to win the digital marketing war for the winter season, but 
also whatever could be salvaged from the summer season. 
The Deputy Ministry of Tourism therefore, engaged in - 
unprecedented for the sector - digital marketing efforts, 
concerning the tourists’ safety, for example, pledging to 
cover lodging, food, drink and medication for anyone who 
may have contracted coronavirus while vacationing on 
the island so as to attract more tourists.3 In an interview, 
Deputy Minister Savvas Perdios said that in spite of 
the coronavirus pandemic, Cyprus had the potential to 
emerge as a first-class winter tourist destination, due to 
its appealing epidemiological picture compared to other 
destinations, clarifying however that this would depend on 
the stability in the categorisation of countries based on their 
epidemiological situation.4  Perdios said that Cyprus is at a 
crossroads regarding tourism and that it would be expediting 
actions included in the National Tourism Strategy, for 
example enhancing new forms of local tourism that would 
embrace the countryside and mountainous areas, as well as 

The pandemic has 
created an avalanche 
of ‘numbers 
and data points’ 
invading every single 
household across 
the globe. People 
have started using a 
‘numeric language’ 
that, within a very 
short amount 
of time, became 
globally spoken 
and universally 
understood
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all-season tourism,5  no doubt also through the use of digital 
media. 

The Deputy Minister for Research, Innovation and 
Digital Policy, Kyriakos Kokkinos stated that the pandemic 
highlighted the country’s need for digital transformation, 
going a step further to add, rather frankly, that ‘the 
pandemic has clearly demonstrated our inability as a state 
and as a society to respond to adverse conditions’ and 
that now more than ever there was a pressing need and 
‘immediate action to implement e-government projects, 
especially in key areas such as justice’.6 For the public 
administration sector, it was imperative to accelerate its 
digitisation processes. To an extent, it attempted doing so, 
for example, by taking steps such as enabling citizens to use 
their e-banking credentials in order to utilised e-government 
services. 

Furthermore, teleworking was also introduced to civil 
servants allowing them to work from home using services 
supporting remote access and teleconferencing. Despite 
the decent efforts made by the government during the 
pandemic, Cyprus’s levels of basic digital skills remain 
low compared to the EU average. The country also has a 
relatively weak performance in the digitisation of businesses 
and in digital public services.7 This is admittedly a bet 
that needs to be won in the coming months. Kokkinos 
stated that in many cases, digitisation of procedures 
will also mean the need for simplification that equates 
with reducing red tape. This was the Deputy Ministry’s 
‘priority right now’, adding that although terrible, the 
coronavirus crisis has made Cyprus ‘review its thinking and 
take steps which we should have possibly started or even 
completed earlier…it has now become imperative to do 
them’.8 

Greece took several digital initiatives to address the 
challenges and barriers triggered by the coronavirus, 
accelerating the pace of its digital transformation. The 
government launched and/or enhanced a number of digital 
tools in order for its citizens but also foreign audiences to 
be able to use remotely, efficiently and stay informed. For 
example, the website  https://covid19.gov.gr/ was launched,. 
This is an information platform in the Greek language on 
issues regarding health, precautionary measures against the 
virus, a ‘State & Citizens’ section that contains anything 
related to the facilitation of the citizens in their relations 
with the State (e.g. electronic services, special purpose 

licenses, teleworking in the public sector etc.), transport, and 
cultural actions, among other things. 

The Ministry of Digital Governance ensured a secured 
access to Virtual Private Network for teleworking of 
critical public services; provided a platform for all public 
bodies to conduct teleconferences and issued guidelines for 
cybersecurity, guidance to fight misinformation and avoid 
online fraud attempts. 

For distance-learning, the Ministry of Education 
provided a digital platform for live teaching and homework. 
Educational television episodes were produced in 
collaboration with the national broadcasting channel. The 
Ministries of Digital Governance, Interior, Health and the 
National Documentation Centre created online platforms 
for supply, solidarity and information for citizens and 
businesses. 

The #DigitalSolidarityGR offers free or lower cost digital 
services and products from institutions, individuals and 
companies for citizens to access to remote work, education 
and entertainment. To minimise contagion and to support 
the health system, a platform for information, prevention 
and treatment of the COVID-19 pandemic has been set up. 

States need to 
‘re-train and re-
invent themselves’, 
becoming not only 
digitally literate, but 
most importantly, 
becoming digitally 
minded, in order 
to survive the 
pandemic, become 
more resilient, and 
eventually thrive in 
this new world. 
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Further e-health services have been developed such as issuing 
remotely e-prescription of recurrent drugs for chronic 
diseases for the most vulnerable groups of the population. 

The National Documentation Centre provides 
information related to digital transformation for businesses 
and funding opportunities for digital solutions. The Ministry 
of Labour and Social Affairs launched a web-service for the 
implementation of the special mechanism for supportive 
measures addressed to employees affected by the crisis. 
The digitisation of the public services is being accelerated 
with the launch of the governmental portal ‘gov.gr’ by the 
Ministry of Digital Governance providing more than 500 
e-services. All services from the organisation for combatting 
unemployment for the unemployed and employees are 
now provided digitally, from registration to application for 
unemployment benefits. 

Greece lags behind in the deployment of Very High 
Capacity Networks and is below the EU average in the 
digital skills indicators and digitisation of businesses. The 
digital public services indicators recorded an increase, but 
remain below the EU average.9

During this new era of the coronavirus omnipresence, 
states are pressured to change gear and accelerate their digital 
transformation, thus moulding a ‘digital self ’. For some 
states this shift is smoother than others. In his interview 
historian Yuval Harari said that in order ‘to stay in the game 
in the 21st century you will have to re-train and re-invent 
yourself, not just once in your lifetime, but at least several 
times, and this is extremely difficult’. Harari was talking 
about individuals. However, it would not be an exaggeration 

to use his words as a metaphor for states. States need to ‘re-
train and re-invent themselves’, becoming not only digitally 
literate, but most importantly, becoming digitally minded, 
in order to survive the pandemic, become more resilient, and 
eventually thrive in this new world. Nevertheless, in this race 
they must struggle to keep a humane face, they should not 
neglect writing a legible story, and they should not forget 
that human hearts and minds tick with stories, not with 
algorithms and data. 

In replying to Harari’s above statement, the interviewer 
made a legitimate question: ‘Are we asking too much from 
the average person?’ Similarly, are we asking too much from 
the ‘average state’? For example, ‘are we asking too much’ 
from Mediterranean countries, known internationally for 
their ‘summer persona’, in other words, sun, sea, relaxation? 
To this question the historian replied: ‘Probably yes, but 
history will not give discounts to anybody.10  States will be 
judged in the future for their behaviour towards their own 
citizens and to one another.11

How states perform now in managing the pandemic 
nationally and internationally, working efficiently within 
and outside the state, shapes the experiences and perceptions 
of local audiences and international public opinion. In 
order to remain or become more attractive, countries 
should ‘do good’ and ‘look good’ and, in order to do this, 
digital transformation is (and should be) an unavoidable 
prerequisite that ought to become a qualification, sooner 
than later.  
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Eastern 
Mediterranean 
Hydrocarbons 
development 
challenged by 
COVID-19

Dr Symeon Kassianides
Chairman of the Natural Gas Public 
Company (CYGAS)

The last few years have seen increased interest and 
activity in the energy development in the Eastern 
Mediterranean.  It has taken time, starting with the 
discoveries and exploitation of Israeli reserves, the 
discoveries in Cyprus, and the increased discoveries and 
monetization of fields in the Egypt Exclusive Economic 
Zone. However, the Eastern Mediterranean is recognized 
as a new potential area for hydrocarbons exploration and 
development.

However, the region has special characteristics.  Firstly, 
most discoveries or target fields are offshore and in deep 
waters. This makes the exploration, but more so the 
development and production from discovered fields, difficult 
and expensive. At the same time, the Eastern Mediterranean 
is an area of great geopolitical challenges.  It is segmented; 
boundaries are not defined; international law is called upon 
depending on sovereign interests, and it has been an area of 
war and conflict for many years.

On top of it all, we have all been living with the new 
COVID-19 reality and the impact it has had on the world, 

Regionally, the low hydrocarbons 
prices have made developing the 
East Mediterranean’s gas discoveries 
even more difficult to justify.

the national and regional economies, as well as the impact 
in the specific hydrocarbons industry. In 2020, we have 
witnessed the termination or postponement of a number of 
exploration and production projects around the world. We 
have also seen companies falter (large and small), mergers 
and acquisitions, and corporate developments, some even as 
unimaginable as the removal of EXXONMOBIL from the 
Dow Jones Index. Regionally, the low hydrocarbons prices 
have made developing the East Mediterranean’s gas discoveries 
even more difficult to justify.

Geopolitically, Turkey has taken a rogue role trying to 
muscle in the hydrocarbons exploration activity, challenging 
and violating ratified agreements between sovereign states, 
while refusing to join discussions and abide by international 
law. This increases the level of uncertainty in the region 
making it even more difficult to justify the required 
investment that will need to happen by the various financial 
institutions to fund sovereign and corporate exploration and 
production projects.

At the same time, we are witnessing an increased level 
of cooperation between other countries in the area.  Israel is 
forming and strengthening relations not only with Egypt, 
Greece and Cyprus, but also with Jordan, and recently, with 
the Arab world, having established relations with the UAE 
and Bahrain.  This could be the precursor of normalizing the 
relationships between Israel and the Arab world.

So where does this leave the Eastern Mediterranean and its 
aspiration of becoming a significant source for Hydrocarbons?  

For Cyprus specifically, the exploration program of ENI, 
TOTAL and EXXONMOBIL has been delayed for at least 

a year for all the reasons mentioned already, as well as an 
additional one being the actual practical challenge of serving 
and servicing the drill ships offshore amid all the COVID-19 
restrictions.  With respect to production, Chevron, who is 
now a new major actor in the region after its acquisition of 
Noble Energy, reiterated its commitment to the Government 
of the Republic of Cyprus to proceed with all the activities 
that will enable it to take its Final Investment Decision (FID) 
within the agreed timeframes. 

At the same time, the Petroleum Economist recently 
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wrote: “Cyprus is a rare bright spot for LNG trade amid the 
demand destruction and project delays that the COVID-19 
pandemic has wrought in the industry”.  The Cyprus LNG 
Import Terminal project is well-underway. It will bring the 
first gas to the island by the fall of 2022, and with that enable 
energy diversification, greater security of supply and reduced 
carbon emissions. The project involves a Floating Storage 
and Regasification Unit (FSRU) which will be berthed on a 
dedicated jetty that will be constructed as part of the project, 
a jetty-borne pipeline, an onshore pipeline buffer array, and all 
the supporting automation, metering station, and so on.

The project capital expense is around €290 million. It is 
being financed by an EU CEF Energy grant of up to €101 
million, with €43 million as equity from the Electricity 
Authority of Cyprus, and credit facilities from the European 
Investment Bank (€150 million) and the European Bank for 
Reconstruction and Development (€80 million).  The project 
was awarded to a consortium of Chinese Petroleum Pipeline 
Ltd and METRON S.A., while the conversion of the LNG 
Carrier will be performed by Hudong Zhonghua Shipbuilding 
Ltd in Shanghai, China. Overseeing the project is another 
consortium led by Hill International N.V. and Bureau Veritas 
Solutions Marine & Offshore Greek branch and supported by 
Tractebel and GAZOCEAN.

For the Cyprus LNG Import Terminal project, 
COVID-19 did cause some delays, but on the whole 
it has been possible to adapt practices and the Natural 
Gas Infrastructure Company (ETYFA), who has the 
responsibility and ownership of the aforementioned 

activities, has been able to contain the effect, regain some 
time and keep to the schedule.

This is a transformational project for Cyprus and 
one that potentially has a broader impact for the East 
Mediterranean region.  For Cyprus, in addition to the 
benefits coming from the use of gas a fuel for power 
generation, it is expected that it will contribute to other 
sections of the economy.  The industry, for instance, will 
benefit from lower electricity costs, while the ability to 
import and use low cost gas could lead to a development of 

For the Cyprus LNG Import 
Terminal project, COVID-19 did 
cause some delays, but on the 
whole it has been possible to adapt 
practices and the Natural Gas 
Infrastructure Company (ETYFA)

The future looks 
promising for 
Cyprus, with 
or without the 
monetization of 
the discoveries  
in its EEZ.

other often discussed hydrocarbons based industrial units.
Furthermore, Cyprus can develop as a bunkering center 

for the region, creating future synergies for the island that 
would support the economically key tourism sector. Therefore, 
the FSRU could facilitate LNG bunkering of anchoring cruise 
ships via smaller LNG bunkering vessels. LNG is becoming 
the fuel of choice for cruise liners, and Cyprus can be well-
poised to take advantage of its location.

The impact beyond beyond Cyprus is that the 
availability of gas for fueling Power Generation adds another 
dimension to two other mega projects for the region, namely 
the EuroAsia and the EuroAfrica Interconnectors. The 
EuroAsia Interconnector is part of the European network 
of intra-country and cross-border electricity grids that are 
interconnected via bi-directional cables, to provide stable 
and sufficient electricity supply through national 
transmission operators. The project is an energy 
highway bridging Asia and Europe, with a total length 
of approximately 898 km from Cyprus to Greece and 
310 km from Cyprus to Israel. 

The EuroAfrica Interconnector comprises the electricity 
interconnection between the grids of Egypt, Cyprus, and 
Greece through a subsea DC cable and with HVDC onshore 
converter stations at each connection point. The project is 
an energy highway bridging Africa and Europe, with a total 
length of approximately 498 km from Cyprus to Egypt. It 

creates a reliable alternative route for the transfer of electric 
energy to and from Europe. Both projects are now progressing 
with defined timelines, confirmed stakeholder engagements, 
and are seemingly unaffected by COVID-19.

Finally, this collective initiative will have an impact on 
other pipelines, such as the proposed EastMed pipeline project 
that will connect Israel to Italy via Cyprus and Greece, as well 
as a planned pipeline from the Aphrodite field to Egypt.

In conclusion, the future looks promising for Cyprus, with 
or without the monetization of the discoveries in its EEZ.  
However, there will be a multiplier effect when the island’s 
own gas resources come onstream, with the first gas targeted 
for 2025.  For the countries of the Eastern Mediterranean, 

it is increasingly recognized that the development of the 
Hydrocarbons resource is a regional play and one that can 
benefit all.

A vision of peace and prosperity should prevail. One that 
involves cooperation of all countries. The objective should be 
to align national interests, find the common ground and work 
together to exploit the wealth of the Eastern Mediterranean 
in a way that brings the benefits of peace, economic 
development, and prosperity to every country in the region, 
leading to better quality of life. 
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